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A

cently
youth

distinguished

Boston

clergyman

re

addressed a conference of Christian
of high school age. He pointed out

that two generations ago people supposed
that Christianity consisted in a certain set
of beliefs or doctrines the deity of Christ,
the virgin birth, the inspiration of the Bi
ble, the resurrection of the body, and the
like; a generation later, said he, it was
supposed that Christianity was primarily a
code of rules
avoiding such things as
dances, cocktail parties, the movies, and
doing such things as going to church, read
ing the Bible, attending prayer meeting,
and witnessing for Christ; now, he an
nounced
triumphantly, we know that
Christianity is a matter of attitude proper
attitudes toward labor relation, race rela
tions, international brotherhood, and a sen
sitive "social conscience." With this bril
liant and penetrating analysis the youthful
audience seemed entirely in accord. Was
not the speaker a distinguished "author
ity"? Neither speaker nor hearers man
ifested the slightest skepticism of the as
sumption that the latest theological fashion
is of necessity the best. All naively re
garded it as axiomatic that the newest is
�

�

�

the truest.
The position taken in this article is that
Christianity is not merely one or another
of these three elements doctrine, conduct,
attitude rather it includes all three. It is
true that perhaps a majority of Protestants
have, in the last half century, stressed in
�

�

sequence doctrine, discipline, and then so
cial action; but it does not necessarily fol
low that the last is more important than
the earlier emphases. It is to be feared
that because the liberal wing of Protest

antism, the "modernists," emphasized the
social conscience to the

neglect

of the in

dividual

conscience, the conservatives

or

evangelicals erred in the opposite direction
by almost ignoring the total social impli
cations and applications of the gospel.
Truth seldom lies in extremes. In this case
it certainly does not. Readers of the Bible
are well aware that
relationships between
man and man are as
important as relations

between man and God
not be separated.

�

in fact

they

can

At the first Methodist conference, June
25, 1744, attended by ten ministers, an im
portant question was raised: what is the
purpose of the people called Methodists?
The answer agreed upon was, "to reform
the nation, especially the church, and to

spread scriptural holiness

over

the land."^

The

statement is remarkable for its in
dication of a clear sense of mission and
self -consciousness so early in the Evangel
ical Revival. It is remarkable also that the

Methodists

sucessful in accom
felt
to be their Godplishing
they
given task. Random excerpts from Eng
lish religious writers in the century 1725 to
1825 reflect a marked change for the better
in the moral and religious tone of Britain.
were

so

what

During the decades since this historic
pronouncement the Methodist people, in
cluding the smaller denominations in the
Methodist tradition, have been the means
of

this two-fold program of
reform and evangelism. Today there are
more than a million people
who regard
themselves as "holiness" people in the Wes

carrying

out

leyan sense of the phrase. The task of
evangelism, especially that of "spreading
scriptural holiness," can be said to have
been fairly successful. In America, how*See Tyerman, Luke: Life and Times of John
Wesley, I, 444.
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of the temperance movement. A
century and a quarter ago the idea of
attempting to regulate by legislation the

ever, it

has been largely confined to a rath
er limited section of Protestantism; it has
scarcely touched the millions in our me-

promotion

tropoli

who have migrated from continental
Europe and other non-English countries.
Like other religious groups it has left al

beverage

untouched the great labor movement
of this nation. With these qualifications it
may be said that the spreading of scriptural
holiness has been relatively successful.
most

"spread" was originally regarded as
primarily geographical, it has so been
This

viewed since.
There

which

are

other

respects, however, in

holiness

the

movement

has

not

spread. The emphasis upon New Testa
ment piety should be not only extensive
in a geographical sense but also intensive.
The influences of the gospel should not be
only world-wide but should also affect
every area of life, extending to every
human relationship in our complex social
structure. In this respect the "spread" of
the holiness message and ethic has not been
Like the evan
so extensive or significant.

gelicals of other theological traditions, the
"holiness people" have contented them
selves with campaigning for certain re
forms, such
concerned

as

temperance, and have

not

seriously with the
Christianity for recently
problems. The Evangel

themselves

implications of
emerging social
icals

have often been criticized for this
neglect of "social conscience"; they have
been accused of saving "brands from the
burning" without making efforts to put out
the fire.' This criticisrn can be made more
justly against modern evangelicals than
those of the eighteenth century. Probably
the modern holiness movement, and evan

gelicals generally,
icism at this point

are

more

open to crit

than at any other. They
should stress the "social conscience" more
without any less stress on the conscience

of the individual.
In

sonie

areas,

however, evangelicals

are

articulate and energetic with respect to so
cial action. An instance of this is their

*Flew, R. N.; The Idea of Perfection in Chris
tian Theology, p. 338. Sangster, W.
E., The
Path to Perfection, p. 174.

habits of

a

nation

was

a

novel

protagonists of the prohibition
movement were pioneers, so much so that
today evangelicals are highly vocal and by
no means indifferent to temperance legisla
The

idea.

tion. In other areas, where the influence
of the gospel needs to make itself felt, there
has not been a corresponding degree of
articulated attitude and concerted action.

Among such neglected areas, neglected be
cause relatively new in human society, is
that of labor relations.

Is it sufficient for

gospel minister, when a parishoner asks,
join a labor union?" "should I
universal military training?"
join a strike?" or "should I
on
work
Sunday?" to say, "you pray about
it and do whatever the Lord says"? Is
that not an easy way to evade responsibility
for giving the inquirer Christian principles
which he can apply to his situation? The
a

"should I
vote
for
"should I

minister would not say to a member
contemplating suicide, "pray about it and
do as the Lord says." The fact is that new
situations have arisen in our world for
which no explicit commandment is given
either in Scripture or church manual. The
same

Bible says

nothing, explicitly, for example,
indulgence in the tobacco habit.
Courageous and consecrated Christian
leadership will not seek to complacently re
main indifferent, nor cautiously avoid a
commitment, but will earnestly and prayer
fully seek to define the Christian principle
which applies to the case and adopt the
Christian attitude. Such things are more
about

than matters of individual conscience.
Another contemporary issue, with ob
vious moral implications, is the matter of
racism, including the controverted civil lib
erties legislation. If it be true that the
Bible represents God as interested in
jus
tice for all, as defending the

ileged,
how

underpriv

as

can

being
a

respecter of persons,
Christian fail to apply these
no

principles to the matter of equality of op
portunity for minorities? Evangelicals fre
quently accuse the "modernists" of softpedaling a condemnation of popular sins.
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This criticism is justified. But it is note
worthy that it was the Federal Council of
Churches that recently supported the prin
ciple of civil rights and fair labor prac
tices at a time when such a declaration ex
posed one to widespread criticism. At the
same time representative bodies of evan
gelicals have met without a declaration on
the subject. Can this silence be accidental?
Can silence on such a subject at such a
time expect to escape a suspicion that it is
due to ignorance, or indifference or fear?
The most charitable explanation is that it
is due to the slowness of conservatives to
apply the gospel to new situations in a
changing social order. How much longer
can evangelicals escape blame for this ne
glect? Said a negro lady when asked, for
geographic reasons, to move to another
coach, "God is gettin' mighty tired of this."
How much longer will it take for God's
people to become "mighty tired" of these
unChristianized areas in American mores?
Who should be any more zealous about
quickening and guiding the "conscience" of
the state than the evangelical, Bible-believ
ing branch of Christendom?

Christian principle for
expediency? True, if God's people remain
inarticulate and content themselves with an
the cause of
occasional feeble
school sacrifice

a

minorities will be

preachment
championed by

commun

ists and religious liberals. But can we es
or
cape if our witness is stifled by fear,
indifference? Must we not say that the
former times of evangelicals' "ignorance"
God winked at but now commandeth every
real Christian to pray through, think
through, enunciate, and promote the social
as well as individual implications and appli
cations of the

gospel?

Blazing new trails for old truths, defin
ing and applying God's historic revelations
to new and complex situations is always
dangerous. Amos, Jeremiah, John Baptist,
Jesus, Paul, Athanasius, Luther, Fox,
Wesley, and Booth suffered much because
they lacked the prudence and political acu
men which now tempts evangelicals to con
tent themselves with the status quo, to be

emasculated gospel rather
than self-forgetful witnesses of the dy
namic that still "turns the world upside
venders of

an

We do well to remain conservative in
doctrine, to stress the basic importance of
individual regeneration, to emphasize sep
aration from the world and a disciplined
life.
We can never preserve the land

down." God has numerous faithful priests
who are diligently feeding their flocks, but
He also needs a few prophets. "Who fol
lows in their train?" There is still time
for the holiness movement, yea for evan
gelicals generally, to make articulate the

marks erected in the

implications of the gospel

eighteenth century,
the eighteenth cen

however, by living in
tury instead of the twentieth. We cannot
"serve this present age" unless we do more
than

inveigh against

modernism and

con

tend for the faith of our fathers. Rather,
we must do in our generation what they
did in theirs, in order to be worthy of the
prophetic tradition. We must apply the gos
pel to every area of thought and life, in
cluding social relationships, undeterred by
the fear of vested interests, or of criticism,
including the charge of heresy. Is it right,
for example, for a Christian college to ex
clude Christian American students for no
other reason that that they happen to have
Japanese ancestry? Should a Christian

in every area of
life and, without any less stress on doc
trine or discipline, to give greater attention
to the matter

of Christian attitudes.

Dare

continue reading our Bibles without
daring to think God's thoughts after Him?
Let us in the Wesleyan tradition remind
ourselves that "reforming the nation" is
also part of the original program.

we

proposal herein urged is not that
we alter our emphasis by diversion from
attention to individual regeneration, nor by
The

subtraction therefrom. It would be
rather an addition, thus making for a fuller
gospel. Any resulting change of emphasis
will be in the direction of a more Biblical
and Christian evangel.
any

